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The subspecies Apis mellifera siciliana, autochthonous to the Italian island of Sicily, is threatened 
with extinction due to hybridization with A. m. Jigustica, introduced into the island by beekeepers 
when commercial beekeeping became widespread (1970s). Today a small population of A. m. sicili-
ana survives mainly on a few small islands belonging to the Eolie archipelago, thanks to the wi ll and 
determination of a single beekeeper who has been breeding this race for the past 20 years. 
Now a project for conservation of this subspecies is running, funded by the Sicilian Regional govern-
ment and coordinated by the Honey bee and Silkworm Research Unit of the Agricultural Research 
Council (CRA-API). Several Sicilian institutions and beekeeper associations are involved for the 
3-year course of the project. 
The main goal of the project is the reintroduction of the subspecies on the main island, by distribu-
tion of large numbers of queen cells derived from pure A. m. siciliana queen mothers to beekeepers 
located mainly in the Western part of the island. These queen cells develop into queens that are then 
used for drone production the following year and whose progeny is analysed to assess contamination 
level of the area in which they were mated . According to the resu lts, management suggestions are 
provided to invo.lved beekepers. A paralle l aim is the establishment of protected mating stations for 
the pure breeding of this race on the mainland island, as currently pure breed mating is limited to 
conservation islands , thus not available for a larger number of beekeepers. 
Last but not least, the project envisages sampling of Western Sicilian bee populations, in order to find 
new lineages to minimize inbreeding on the conservation islands. 
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The Iberian Peninsula harbours the greatest honeybee genetic diversity and complexity in Europe. The 
challenge of deciphering the mechanisms underlying such complexity has led to numerous morpholog-
ical and molecular marker-based surveys of the Iberian honeybee. Yet, in spite of the numerous studies, 
the evolutiona ry processes underlying patterns of Iberian honey bee genetic diversity remain poorly 
understood. Early phylogeographical studies of morphology and allozymes revealed the existence of 
a gradient extending from Africa to northern Europe, with Iberian honeybees showing intermediate 
phenotypes. This pattern raised the hypothesis of an African origin and a mechanism of primary inter-
gradation for the Iberian honeybee (and the black honeybee) origin. Maternal patterns tell a different 
history. Mitochondria l DNA (mtDNA) surveys have revealed the eo-occurrence of highly divergent 
lineages forming a south-north d ine, a pattern that is more compa tible with a recent secondary contact 
hypothesis. Add ing to the complexity, microsatellite variation supports neither hypothesis as microsar-
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